The European Tourism Indicators System (ETIS) is a product of the European Union (EU) Sustainable Development Strategy, which was formulated with the objectives of promoting economic prosperity, social equity, cohesion, and environmental protection. In this paper, we present an analysis of the results of the implementation of the ETIS during the period 2013-2016, in the Italian tourist destination of South Sardinia. While the implementation of ETIS constitutes a significant advancement in Italy, and more widely in Europe, our findings reveal that an adaptive management approach is necessary for achieving the anticipated objectives and adapting these standardized indicators to different territorial contexts. Difficulties were encountered in both data collection and stakeholders' involvement in the implementation process. Insufficient knowledge, and familiarity with the complex technical aspects of the indicator toolkit among primary stakeholders, was another constraint associated with its implementation. We believe that the findings of this analysis can provide guidelines and inputs for other European countries and tourist destinations that are currently in the process of implementing the ETIS toolkit or similar methodologies. In particular, the pioneering sustainable tourism performance measurement system (STPMS) can be adapted to meet local needs.
Introduction
In recent decades, sustainability has emerged as a primary goal in tourism-related decision making [1] . Stakeholders in the tourism sector, including tourists and host communities, are now considerably more aware of the importance of sustainable development in tourism than they were in the past [2] . Nonetheless, the concept and nature of sustainability remain vague, especially in the absence of their operationalization using tools that enable the planning, management, and monitoring of the impacts of tourism on the target destinations [3] [4] [5] . Apart from the necessity of formulating quantitative measures for sustainable tourism relating to its social, economic, and environmental dimensions (i.e., indicator systems), a methodology is required for implementing these operational tools. There have been relatively few studies on indicator systems and associated methodologies for their implementation. This study, which was aimed at developing a procedure for operationalizing indicator systems to measure sustainability, seeks to address this gap. In general, the process of
Background on the Case Study Destination
The case study examined in this paper is the VSS project, under which the Gulf of Angels destination in Southern Sardinia, including the city of Cagliari, Sardinia's capital, is managed (see Figure 1 ). The project also encompasses four coastal municipalities, while private sector interests are represented by four consortia. The island of Sardinia is a well-known Mediterranean tourist destination that receives more than 3,100,000 tourists annually, with a recorded figure in 2017 of 14,386,000 tourist nights and an average length of stay of 4.59 nights [8] . The island's official accommodation comprises a total of 212,751 beds. In 2017, Cagliari Province received 758,487 tourists, and figures for tourist nights and the average length of stay were 3,308,011 and 4.36 nights, respectively. The total number of beds available for tourists during this year was 43, 717 . The Sistema Informativo di Raccolta ed Elaborazione Dati (SIRED) [8] of the Region of Sardinia reported that the five municipalities included in the VSS project received a total of 572,372 tourists in 2017, and recorded 2,453,641 tourist nights and an average length of stay of 4.28 nights.
VSS is actively engaged in sustainable tourism initiatives, and its progress over time can be tracked using internationally recognized standards. In the spring and summer of 2013, VSS was included in the GSTC international program for assessing sustainable tourism. An on-site evaluation was conducted by a third-party organization, Sustainable Travel International. The assessment was based on 40 criteria and 81 indicators related to the four pillars of tourism sustainability: (1) Destination management, (2) social and economic benefits, (3) cultural heritage, and (4) environmental protection.
Following its launch in early 2013, VSS also took up the challenge of implementing the ETIS for sustainable destinations [6] . Accordingly, VSS participated in the first pilot phase of ETIS implementation and remained involved in the initiative from 2013 to 2016. The initial ETIS pilot project implemented by VSS in 2013 included 27 core and 40 optional indicators relating to four domains: (1) Destination management, (2) economic value, (3) social and cultural impact, and (4) environmental impact. In 2016, based on the findings of the two pilot phases (in 2013 and 2014) in destinations across Europe, the ETIS was revised, with inputs provided by the ETIS pool of experts (PoE) [9] . The principal difference between the ETIS and the GSTC program is that the former monitors ongoing developments relating to sustainability, whereas the latter measures the current status of sustainable tourism management.
In 2016, VSS was awarded the European Sustainable Destination prize associated with the first joint ETIS and Accessible Tourism Awards disbursed by the EC. This prize was awarded to the VSS project in recognition of its effective combination of UN and EU indicators of sustainable tourism in destination management and monitoring resulting from its involvement in the GSTC assessment and in the ETIS pilot phase. The island of Sardinia is a well-known Mediterranean tourist destination that receives more than 3,100,000 tourists annually, with a recorded figure in 2017 of 14,386,000 tourist nights and an average length of stay of 4.59 nights [8] . The island's official accommodation comprises a total of 212,751 beds. In 2017, Cagliari Province received 758,487 tourists, and figures for tourist nights and the average length of stay were 3,308,011 and 4.36 nights, respectively. The total number of beds available for tourists during this year was 43, 717 . The Sistema Informativo di Raccolta ed Elaborazione Dati (SIRED) [8] of the Region of Sardinia reported that the five municipalities included in the VSS project received a total of 572,372 tourists in 2017, and recorded 2,453,641 tourist nights and an average length of stay of 4.28 nights.
In 2016, VSS was awarded the European Sustainable Destination prize associated with the first joint ETIS and Accessible Tourism Awards disbursed by the EC. This prize was awarded to the VSS project in recognition of its effective combination of UN and EU indicators of sustainable tourism in destination management and monitoring resulting from its involvement in the GSTC assessment and in the ETIS pilot phase.
Literature Review
In recent decades, the literature on sustainable tourism has largely focused on: Clarifying the evolving meaning of sustainability in the context of tourism; identifying the methods and tools deemed valid for measuring sustainability; verifying the models proposed; and scrutinizing the indicators whose implementation has progressively advanced at international, national, regional, and local levels. A brief overview of the sustainability literature relating to the purpose of this study is presented below.
According to Reference [10] and other authors, key issues in the interpretation of sustainable development are the role of economic growth in promoting human well-being, the impacts of human population growth, the existence of environmental limits to growth, the substitutability of natural resources, the role of new technologies, the degree to which a systems (ecosystems) perspective should be adopted, and the importance of maintaining the functional integrity of ecosystems [11] [12] [13] . Some studies focusing on the sustainability of the tourism sector have highlighted initiatives aimed at satisfying current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs [14, 15] . From this perspective, balancing economic growth, conservation of environmental resources, and development is critical at local destination levels [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] . However, several examples of tourism destination management, discussed in the literature, have fallen short of adhering to the principles of sustainability [27] [28] [29] . The following topics are highlighted in this literature: The relationship between residents and tourists [30] ; the environmental implications of tourism; the development and preservation of the culture, inheritance, and artistic values of local communities [31, 32] ; support for the local economy; engagement of local communities in discussions between stakeholders and residents; and managing tourism development through the creation of clear and transparent policies for involving all local players, increasing tourism education and training, and improving the services offered [33] [34] [35] .
Following the above clarification of the meaning of sustainability in the context of the tourism sector, determining whether sustainability can be measured at the local systemic level in the destination becomes an important task. Measurement of sustainability first requires the identification of its dimensions, followed by the determination of tools capable of measuring these dimensions [36] . According to Reference [37] , three integrated dimensions, namely, economic growth, environmental sustainability, and social equity constitute the basis for the measurement process [38] .
Several sets of indicators have been proposed for measuring sustainability in relation to tourism [39] [40] [41] , with the aim of operationalizing "sustainable tourism" and facilitating its implementation [42] [43] [44] [45] [46] . Most indicator sets refer to criteria such as involvement of local communities, sustainable use of resources, tourism planning, and promoting information and research [36, 47] .
Indicators are considered the best tools for controlling and measuring progress toward sustainable tourism [14, [48] [49] [50] [51] [52] . In one study, indicators were defined as the biophysical, social, managerial, or other conditions that concern people in a given situation [3] . Conversely, Reference [3] suggested that indicators are helpful for measuring and framing management objectives in quantitative terms and for specifying appropriate levels or acceptable limits for tourism's impacts. According to Reference [53] , a longstanding objective has been to develop quantitative indicators of sustainability for the tourism sector [14, 16] . The most difficult aspect entails establishing environmental accounting measures, so this remains a research priority. The measurement and management of all types of tourism impacts are growing in importance.
In addition to discussions of indicator sets, there have also been some attempts to measure the interconnections among different dimensions of sustainability and to conduct cross-analyses, as revealed in the literature. One such attempt is the "prism of sustainability" developed in [53] as a holistic framework entailing four interrelated dimensions of sustainability: Environmental, economic, sociocultural, and institutional. This holistic model has been adopted by several researchers as its indicators are suitable for dynamic modeling. Consequently, it is suitable for assessing the sustainability of different policies and strategies. The use of indicator sets for controlling and measuring the multiple dimensions of sustainability within the tourism sector has become widespread, although not all researchers agree on their importance and effectiveness [4, [53] [54] [55] .
In 2003, the EC adopted guidelines that focused entirely on sustainable development in the field of tourism, titled "Basic orientations for the sustainability of European tourism." Three years after its inception in 2004, the Tourism Sustainability Group adopted the "Action for More Sustainable European Tourism, 2007." In the same year, the EC approved an "Agenda for a sustainable and competitive European tourism." In 2010, the EC defined four strategic priorities: (1) Encouraging competitiveness within the tourism sector; (2) promoting sustainable, high-quality tourism; (3) strengthening Europe's image as a tourism destination; and (4) improving EU financial policies and instruments.
The EC's continued focus on the sustainability issue culminated, in 2013, in the formulation of a European system of indicators [6] for the EU's sustainable development strategy, based on the objectives of achieving economic prosperity, social equity, cohesion, and environmental protection. Twenty-one actions were derived from the four priorities, including the ETIS for sustainable tourism. The ETIS was launched in Brussels on 22 February 2013. It was designed, on behalf of the EC, by a consortium of organizations led by the University of Surrey, and tested in a selected number of European destinations, including Saint Tropez in France, Florence in Italy, Alqueva in Portugal, and Brasov in Romania. Two pilot phases, implemented across Europe in 2013 and 2014, led to the updating of the ETIS and related tools in 2016. As noted by [56] , the ETIS "is designed as a locally owned and led process for monitoring, managing, and enhancing the sustainability of a tourism destination," and "it has been developed as a result of lessons learned from previously existing indicator system initiatives." The ETIS provides all of the specific tools necessary for developing local-level tourism impact monitoring mechanisms at the tourist destination.
Seven steps are required for facilitating the implementation of the ETIS toolkit, which is aligned with the most commonly applied international standards, such as those of the UNWTO and GSTC. The first step of raising awareness is particularly important for advancing understanding of sustainability among stakeholders. The second step defines and creates a profile of the destination. In the third step, a working group comprising stakeholders is formed, which plays a fundamental role in tourism destination management. The fourth step entails assigning roles and responsibilities within the working group during its consultations. Data collection and analysis are key aspects constituting the fifth and sixth steps of the ETIS. The final step entails the formulation of an action plan and strategic management for long-term improvement.
There are few applications of the ETIS reported in the tourism literature. Examples include "ATL del Cuneese" in Italy [57] ; Malta [58] ; and Brasov County in the Romanian Carpathians [59] . However, only the Brasov case study provides details relating to the challenges and difficulties encountered in the implementation of the ETIS in a tourist destination. The development of an innovative decision-making support system for tourist destination management based on the ETIS has been proposed [60] . In this context, the present case study of VSS, considered as a successful model of sustainably developing an island destination in the absence of conflict between tourists and residents [61] , is in line with recent studies focusing on municipalities [5] .
Materials and Methods
The VSS project is the only example entailing the testing of two international systems relating to the impacts of tourism, namely the GSTC program and the ETIS in the Mediterranean region. Several other destinations in Italy, such as Cuneo Alps, Abano Terme, and Terrae Anio Iubensanae, and within Europe, such as Broceliande (France), the province of Barcelona (Spain), Podgorica (Montenegro), Ljubljana (Slovenia), Birmingham (UK), Dark Sky Alqueva (Portugal), and Uzundure (Turkey), have been involved in the ETIS testing phases. However, none of these destinations participated in the GSTC Early Adopter Program.
In Sardinia the pioneering STPMS was the outcome of a step-wise procedure, coordinated by the University of Cagliari. First, the primary stakeholders group (PSG), comprising key stakeholders was established and a VSS sustainability team (ST) was subsequently formed. The next step comprised tourism data collection, followed by an assessment of indicators through PSG discussions. A software survey platform (SSP) was used to store tourism data. The final three steps entailed quantifying the selected indicators, analyzing the results, and presenting and discussing lessons learned with the PSG.
The VSS project commenced in February 2013 and continues to be operational. The main project partners include the University of Cagliari, which coordinates activities in the destination areas and is the project's liaison; the municipality of Cagliari, which leads the project; the municipalities of Domus de Maria, Muravera, Pula, and Villasimius; the Area Marina Protetta Capo Carbonara; the consortia of tourism enterprises, namely Consorzio Costa Sud, Consorzio Turistico di Villasimius, Azienda di Promozione Turistica, Muravera, and Consorzio Costiera Sulcitana; and the Regione Autonoma della Sardegna, which supervises the project.
The PSG that was initially formed comprised mayors and tourism councilors from the five municipalities. During the second phase, it was expanded to include the presidents of the tourism enterprises consortia. One of the objectives of the VSS project was to combine public and private sector representatives, which proved to be a strategic lever for the initiative's success. Moreover, the PSG was responsible for relating to the university coordinator and for implementing the STPMS. In the third phase, the group was further expanded to include key representatives of public organizations (e.g., the port authority and labor agency), associations, single enterprises, media representatives, and other representatives from the private sector. Most members of the expanded PSG owned or had access to data that was relevant for developing the STPMS.
The ST, coordinated by research assistants under the supervision of the University of Cagliari, was established following the PSG's creation. Initially comprising four student interns from a professional graduate program in tourism, its composition subsequently changed with the addition of 20 student trainees from a university undergraduate program in tourism. The two primary responsibilities of the ST are to identify all tourism stakeholders possessing relevant data in the destination area and to collect these data through ETIS surveys. The PSG was involved in the implementation of the STPMS and in the assessment and discussions on which indicators should be included for each of the four aspects of sustainability.
In our project, data were collected through face-to-face interviews and self-completed questionnaires. LimeSurvey software version 2.55.2 (LimeSurvey GmbH, Hamburg, Germany) was used to set up an SPSS v. 25 for the data analysis.
By the end of 2014, the VSS project had implemented the entire ETIS toolkit. The principal aim was to evaluate all of the indicators suggested in the EC toolkit, published in 2013. The 27 core indicators and 40 optional indicators (the complete list of indicators is listed in Table A1 of Appendix A) were aggregated into the following four categories: (1) Destination management, (2) social and cultural impacts, (3) economic value, and (4) environmental impacts.
During the first phase of the investigation, to prevent duplication of efforts, the ST explored the main available statistical information sources providing relevant data on ETIS indicators at the local level in Italy. Table 1 shows the results of this first phase. The data sources that the ST decided to use to calculate all of the indicators in VSS are listed in this table, which indicates a lack of statistical data sources, especially at the municipal level. To bridge this gap, we conducted four separate surveys covering the principal stakeholders of VSS: Residents, tourists and daily visitors, enterprises, and local public actors. We decided to employ the questionnaires contained in the ETIS toolkit produced in 2013 [62] . The ETIS questionnaire, which was administered to a sample comprising 590 residents from the five municipalities included in the VSS project, was aimed at evaluating the indicators for measuring the impacts of tourism on the local community. Random sampling was performed to recruit representative participants from the resident population. Respondents were selected through random quota sampling according to sex and age as well as the population size of the municipality. We set the sample size at 1% of the target population that we evaluated based on information furnished by the Italian Statistics Institute (ISTAT) in 2014. Questionnaires were completed through face-to-face interactions conducted in public areas (e.g., on the street and at public events) from May to September 2015.
A survey of tourists and same-day visitors was also conducted from May to September 2015. Again, the questionnaire was administered directly, face-to-face, among Italian and foreign tourists who were present in the VSS territory. In determining the survey sample, we applied time location sampling (TLS) in light of the particular characteristics of the population. The specific TLS for tourism-focused surveys entailed a two-stage stratified sampling design with unequal selection probabilities for first-stage units and constant selection probabilities for second-stage units. The first-stage units comprised a combination of places, days, and hours (i.e., venue-day-time units). The second-stage units comprised (non-resident) Italian and foreign tourists visiting the VSS municipalities. Our aim was to collect relevant direct information for the entire period spent in the tourist destination. Following the approach, described in Reference [63] , and using the ISTAT official data on tourist arrivals, we selected a random sample characterized by unequal probabilities (proportional to the estimated tourism flows for each combined unit comprising the month, place, and tourist typology). The final dataset comprised 514 units.
The survey of enterprises was conducted from July 2015 to February 2016, using the computer-assisted web interviewing technique. Given the low response rate for this survey, companies were solicited through emails and direct phone calls. Ultimately, even though a large number of enterprises visited the website on which the questionnaire was posted, only 25 of them partially or fully answered the questionnaire.
In addition, the ETIS toolkit contained a questionnaire tailored for local administrators and aimed at gathering information concerning the 10 indicators listed in Table 1 . Questionnaires were provided to the boards of the five municipalities involved in VSS: Cagliari, Villasimius, Pula, Domus De Maria, and Muravera.
Results
In light of our objective of assessing the implementation of the ETIS, in this section we identify the main problems that we encountered during the phase of evaluating the indicators. In some cases, missing data affected the reliability of the indicators and in others, it was difficult to contact the respondents who had not completed the entire questionnaire. Below, we elaborate on our experiences in collecting the data that we used for calculating the indicators.
Official Relevant Statistics for the Evaluation of ETIS Indicators
ISTAT, which conducts two monthly surveys on tourist accommodation capacity and occupancy, respectively, is the official and principal source of tourism data in Italy. Data on numbers of tourists who stay in registered accommodation, obtained from this source, were used to calculate the following four indicators in the system: Number of tourist nights per month (B.1.1); occupancy rate in commercial accommodation per month and the average for the year (B.2.2.), number of beds available in commercial visitor accommodation per 100 residents (C.1.1.2), and the average length of stay of tourists (nights) in commercial accommodation per month (B.2.1). In addition, access to databases created and managed by the Italian Institute for Environmental Protection and Research (the Italian Institute for Environmental Protection and Research is part of the national system for environmental protection network; comporising of 21 territorial environmental protection agencies established in accordance with regional laws), enabled the calculation of the following indicators: Waste volume produced in the destination (D.3.1), level of contamination per 100 mL (fecal coliforms, campylobacter (D.9.1), and number of days beach/shore closed due to contamination (D.9.1.1).) Because the separation of different types of waste is mandatory in Italy, it was possible to estimate an optional indicator: Percentage of tourism enterprises separating different types of waste (D.3.1.1). Accessibility to official data ensured that the information obtained for these indicators was complete, reliable, and valid for the analysis. Table 2 shows the values of the eight indicators that we estimated for the year 2015. These values clearly reveal the strengths of the DMO in terms of sustainability. This DMO has one of the highest values for the tourism dimension in Italy (about 174 miles of tourist nights per month, and an occupancy rate of 50% of the available beds, that is, 15.1 per 100 residents' beds in the area for commercial accommodation), and the high quality of the surrounding sea is remarkable. 
Survey of Residents
The face-to-face modality of survey administration that we selected for the residents in the DMO proved to be highly effective. The number of surveyed residents corresponded to the preset sample size and respondents answered all of the questions. The data in the collected questionnaires enabled us to calculate the following ETIS indicators: Percentage of residents satisfied with their involvement and their influence in the planning and development of tourism (A.1.1.1), percentage of residents who have positive views on the impacts of tourism on destination identity (C.4.1.1), and percentage of residents who are satisfied with tourism in the destination per season (C.1.1.1). Given the comprehensiveness of the information obtained through the residents' survey, the calculated values of these indicators, which were assessed in the analysis, were considered reliable and valid. Table 3 shows the values of the indicators estimated using data collected through the residents' survey. The results indicate that seasonality affected the satisfaction level relating to tourism among residents in VSS. Specifically, we found that respondents were highly satisfied in the peak season but were highly dissatisfied in the off-season. Moreover, although most residents felt that tourism helps to strengthen the distinctiveness of the VSS destination, and to enhance its local identity, culture, and heritage, they felt that their involvement in tourism planning and development was minimal. 
Survey of Tourists and Same-Day Visitors
We administered the questionnaire to tourists and same-day visitors, applying the face-to-face modality, and did not experience any particular difficulties in collecting the preset number of questionnaires. Nonetheless, contrasting with respondents in the residents' survey, some of the respondents in this survey did not answer all the questions. Table 4 shows the indicators that we calculated using the responses obtained from surveyed tourists and daily visitors and the percentage of missing data affecting the corresponding answers. On average, missing data in the responses amounted to 4.4%. Specifically, missing data for questions on the core questions averaged 2.6%, whereas missing data for optional indicators averaged 6%. Given the low percentage of non-responses for individual questions, we overcame the problem using the donor technique, which entails replacing missing values with values obtained from a "similar" responding unit. After applying the abovementioned correctional procedure, we obtained estimates of the indicators, listed in Table 4 . The compiled responses revealed that almost all tourists and same-day visitors (92.2%) were very satisfied with their overall experience at the VSS destination, and more than a half of the respondents (56.2%) had visited it at least once during the last previous 5 years. Considering the lack of data on the local economic impacts of tourism, the average daily spending of same-day visitors (37 €) and that of tourists (56 €) were considered two of the most important evaluated indicators. It is noteworthy that with reference to the indicators that most related to the degree of sustainable development, only 39% of the surveyed respondents were aware of efforts to promote sustainable destinations (indicator A.4.1), and slightly more than 50% of the tourists were satisfied with the destination's accessibility for those with disabilities or specific access requirements (indicator C.3. 
Survey of Enterprises
As discussed in Section 4, because of the high number of enterprises and their dispersion across the VSS territory, we applied a computer-assisted web interviewing technique for surveying the enterprises. Only a very small percentage of the contacted subjects answered the questionnaire, resulting in invalidation of the sample randomness. Moreover, because of the incompleteness of some of the answers, we were unable to obtain a stable and reliable estimate for the indicators listed in Table 5 . This table shows the percentage of missing data affecting the corresponding answers for each indicator. Evidently, the percentages of missing data range from a minimum of 12% (for the D.6.1.1 and D.3.1.1 indicators) to a maximum of 52% (for the core indicator, C.2.1), with an average value of 30.13%. In this case, it was not possible to apply any technique to overcome the issue of missing data. Therefore, we did not calculate this group of indicators. The lack of data received from enterprises was discussed during PSG meetings, with the objective of increasing awareness among tourism enterprises on the importance of sustainability practices relating to their customers, and of strengthening the involvement of the private sector in implementing the STPMS. 
Survey of Local Public Actors
The ETIS toolkit included a questionnaire that was tailored to local administrators, with the aim of gathering information relating to the 10 indicators listed in the last row of Table 1 . Questionnaires were provided to the boards of the five municipalities involved in the VSS project: Cagliari, Villasimius, Pula, Domus De Maria, and Muravera. Table 6 shows the estimated values of the indicators. The local administrators evidently demonstrated different degrees of interest in realizing the system of indicators. For instance, repeated requests elicited a limited response from the local administration of Cagliari. This is partly attributable to the fact that data for the capital city are distributed across a large number of locations. Moreover, the attitude and involvement of the PSG in the implementation of indicator systems can change over time. Some of the indicators showed strongly contrasting values for the municipalities. Although all of the municipalities confirmed that they had implemented a public policy for sustainable tourism management (A.1.1. and A.1.1.2), their situations relating to accessibility (C.3.1.1) and landscape and biodiversity protection (D.7.1 and D.7.1.2) differed. Table 7 shows the percentages of indicators that VSS estimated for each category of the ETIS. For the categories of destination management, social and cultural impacts, and economic value, the calculated indicators were more than 50% of the complete list of indicators. Only 35% of the indicators of environmental impact were calculated, with the majority of these indicators associated with the enterprise survey that reflected serious problems relating to missing data and sample representativeness. The overall analysis of the ETIS showed that VSS could be considered a sustainable destination. Despite the extensive tourism in this area, residents did not perceive tourism as an intrusion into their personal lives; on the contrary, they believed that tourism helps to enhance the distinctiveness of the destination, strengthening its local identity, culture, and heritage. The tourists were very satisfied with their experiences in this destination, with more than a half of them returning within a 5-year period. In general, the high quality of the sea and territorial environments was confirmed using each of the environmental indicators.
An Overview of the ETIS in VSS
Several insights emerge from the implementation of the ETIS in the VSS tourist destination. The first is that the different sources used to calculate the ETIS complement each other. For example, the official statistics did not reveal unregistered tourism supply, which could be explored using information provided by the municipalities on second/rental homes. Moreover, some indicators were objectively difficult to calculate in relation to missing data (e.g., when queried on the distance traveled in kilometers to and from a destination, a visitor would need to respond, and could decide whether or not to answer to the question). In addition, the surveying technique applied influenced the availability of respondents; whereas a survey administered personally allows for direct contact with respondents, it entails high costs and covers a limited area.
Conclusion of the Process of Implementing Indicators
A final sequence of PSG meetings, which was aimed at critically analyzing best practices in sustainable management and identifying areas for improvement, marked the conclusion of the VSS project. The GSTC indicators were first employed, followed by the ETIS indicators for assessing best practices relating to the environmental and social dimensions of sustainability. An environmental concern relating to the indiscriminate use of plastic bottles in the destination area was highlighted and discussed. The lack of tourism data on the economic dimension of sustainability (e.g., the contribution of tourism to the GDP) was also considered. Last, the PSG recognized that while the ETIS and similar methodologies promote responsible management, monitoring, and marketing of the tourism industry at the sub-national level, the key role of the destination coordinator in implementing the indicator systems cannot be neglected.
Highlights
From the onset of the implementation of the ETIS across Europe, the VSS PSG demonstrated an enduring commitment to pursue the EC initiative under the coordination of the University of Cagliari. Active and fully-fledged engagement within the ETIS entailed participation in events, meetings, and working groups, as shown in Table 8 . The objective of this paragraph is to first demonstrate and subsequently explain the most important events in terms of outcomes that can be useful for strengthening awareness of the level of involvement that is needed for replication of the STPMS in other destinations. More than 350 delegates from European countries participated in Event 1, which was organized by the EC. The ETIS was launched by the EC on 22 February 2013, and this initiative concluded on 22 April 2016 with the bestowal of the ETIS award. Whereas the 2016 ETIS toolkit has been implemented in specific destinations in Croatia, the UK, Italy, Spain, France, and other countries, without the coordination of the EC, its implementation at the level of Europe as a whole is still pending.
Event 2 can be considered as foundational for the VSS STPMS. International standards and indicators, such as GSTC and ETIS, were introduced to VSS mayors participating in the event. Tourism indicators were considered a means for acquiring and/or systematizing tourism data required for decision making. The plan was for the VSS project to be included in the GSTC Early Adopter initiative. However, at that time, fragmented modalities were being applied by VSS municipalities in an uncoordinated manner to compile tourism data.
Event 3 was the first to include exchanges among representatives of the EC and agencies at the tourist destination interested in ETIS implementation. At the inception of the ETIS, the system and toolkit were only available in the English language. This was emphatically viewed as a strong limitation, given that not all stakeholders at local levels may be conversant in English. Two key questions concerned the costs of ETIS implementation. The first concerned financial support provided by the EC and the second related to the implementation cost incurred at the destination. These questions were motivated by the generally limited resources available to municipalities for collecting tourism data. The ETIS pilot phases were developed on a voluntary basis in the selected destinations, with costs dependent on the implementation level of the ETIS system. Event 4 was at the core of the overall STPMS. The focus of PSG meetings was contingent on the locations and special features within each municipality. Discussions held on economic indicators in the Cagliari municipality revealed a lack of relevant economic data related to tourism, which was also confirmed by the representative from the statistics office of the region of Sardinia. The PSG highlighted the need for collection of economic data at the municipal level and the use of indicator systems to achieve this objective. In the municipalities of Domus de Maria and Muravera, the meetings of the PSG focused on enterprises based on tourism and related sectors, and on the public sector.
The importance of utilizing indicators from the perspective of tourism enterprises was discussed. Enterprises acknowledged the need for data compilation, but in some cases, they observed that the implementation of sustainability practices constrained their business development. Discussions in the municipality of Pula focused on the social aspect of sustainability and related indicators, whereas those in the municipality of Villasimius focused on environmental indicators and their utility for the marine protected area. During PSG meetings held in 2013, primary stakeholders suggested new indicators that better fitted with the information needed for the management of the tourist destination and more accurately reflected its characteristics.
Event 5 involved the Sardinian media and press, whose attendance was required for broadcasting the results of the STPMS derived from the GSTC assessment. The EC produced a video highlighting the importance of the ETIS for sustainable destinations and the implementation of the Visit South Sardinia project.
Events 6 and 7 enabled sharing of the methodology for implementing the VSS project used during the first year (2013-2014) of ETIS implementation. In the absence of a dedicated office in the destination area for gathering tourism data relating to the construction of indicators, it was proposed, first of all, to restrict the level of implementation selectively to a limited number of geographical areas at the destination. Second, it was recommended that the number of indicators collected should be limited, starting with those that were easily available. After a period of testing the usefulness of the compiled indicators, it would then be possible to gradually extend the number of indicators collected and the areas of collection at the destination.
Events 8 and 9 were aimed at strengthening the PSG's awareness regarding a new 2015 ETIS phase, termed EC GROW ETIS (The term GROW derives from the name of the EC Directorate General (DG) GROWTH for Internal Market, Industries, Entrepreneurship and SMEs that was responsible for the ETIS in 2015) to enable collection of all data related to ETIS indicators through the administration of the ETIS surveys provided in the ETIS toolkit.
During Events 10 and 11, the EC and agencies at the destination site shared their experiences and suggested improvements relating to the indicators and the toolkit. Destinations that had not established a ST requested overall simplification of the system and a reduction in the number of indicators. VSS, following the implementation of the 2015 ETIS surveys, shared the finding that administration of the ETIS survey of residents took just 5 min per respondent, while surveying each tourist required 10 min. Nonetheless, in the absence of a ST, and insufficient human resources and knowledge of indicators at local levels, it is not possible for destinations to administer the preset number of questionnaires for achieving the objective of compiling the impacts of tourism impacts for decision making.
Considering the results of events 7, 10, and 11, and in light of the inputs of the pool of experts, the EC released the new ETIS 2016 toolkit at Event 12.
Event 13 marked the conclusion of the EC's commitment to the ETIS. During the award-giving ceremony, the EC representatives encouraged the VSS project to assume a leading position as an ETIS destination. Following the EC encouragement, the ETIS Destination Network (EDN) was established as an informal network in 2016 with the following two objectives: (1) To promote exchanges and augment experiences of measuring and monitoring sustainable tourism performances at the destination level through the use of a common methodology and tools, such as ETIS and/or other recognized European and/or international schemes; and (2) to benchmark and compare destinations. A final EDN-facilitated meeting was held at the University of Cagliari on 28 June 2018 in collaboration with the University of Surrey.
Conclusions and Discussion
The experience of implementing the ETIS in the VSS project within an Italian tourism destination provides insights on several critical issues. Firstly, it is objectively difficult to obtain statistical data at local levels in Italy. Statistical data are often not collected, and when they are, the methodologies usually differ, even for geographically proximate destinations. There is no codification of the methods used to collect statistical data at local levels. Another important constraint concerns the time taken to collect data. The delay in collecting statistical data concerning tourism performance, such as occupancy rate, the average daily rate, and the yield rate, is usually at least six months, and sometimes longer. For management purposes, this is a significant limitation that reduces the efficiency of the system. In sum, statistical data are not collected by following codified methodologies, which means that they are often not comparable, and they are not generated in a timely manner. The main consequence at the local level is the high cost of collecting statistical data, both in terms of time and financial resources. Such data should be collected periodically, but this requires an efficient system that has not yet been established in Italy, as demonstrated in the VSS case study.
Secondly, only a few of the surveyed enterprises completed the questionnaire (partially or fully). This finding suggests the need within future investigations for strengthening the involvement of the private sector in implementing the STPMS. Similarly, local administrators demonstrated different degrees of interest in realizing the system of indicators, revealing another area for future research.
Thirdly, as a consequence of the above two limitations, it was not possible for the VSS project to develop a governance system at the local level to promote more sustainable destination management using only the ETIS indicators toolkit. To achieve this aim, it proved necessary to implement the pioneering STPMS. This is an important finding, indicating that the ETIS should not be perceived merely as a statistical instrument. It should be an important driver for reducing gaps among different stakeholders, particularly at the local level, to create a shared vision of sustainable tourism. This requires the creation of a system for regulating destination management. In the case of the VSS project, the ETIS fulfilled its scope as an instrument with the capacity to bring and keep together different tourism stakeholders, but this was only possible through the use of the STPMS to ensure their cooperation.
Fourthly, the VSS experience highlights the key role of the destination coordinator, for the success of the project. The destination coordinator must perform more activities than those foreseen by ETIS. Because local stakeholders do not have the tools, not even the organizational ones, to continue the project independently. This represents a great weakness of the whole ETIS system. For this reason, it is important that ETIS projects are supported by institutions (such as universities, research centers, etc.), that they are able to raise funds, train staff, etc., as local stakeholders cannot implement indicator systems independently.
The above findings reveal the importance of working with stakeholders within a territory to simplify the indicators toolkit and improve the statistical culture and implementation of joint procedures, supported by new technologies that facilitate the collection of statistical data.
At the EU level, it is necessary to facilitate the implementation of standard indicator systems to increase sustainability policies and facilitate planning processes. The indicator systems must also encourage the development of practical methodologies that support the simple use of indicators. Only through the development of appropriate methodologies it is possible to optimize the results obtained from the implementation of indicator systems. We recommend simplifying the ETIS in consideration of the organizational characteristics of local stakeholders.
The use of recognized and relatively simple indicator systems allows comparability between different local experiences. Comparability is an essential prerequisite for the adoption of best practice at local, regional, national and international levels. The implementation of best practice, through evaluation of indicator systems, can be a significant support for both public and private planning processes.
The VSS experience shows that the lack of reliability and timeliness in the collected data may undermine the quality of some indicators. This is important in ETIS, having been conceived as a tool to implement and monitor sustainable policies at local level with respect to the objectives proposed by the EU.
To be effective in planning policies at the local level, it is essential to have reliable and accurate indicators. This requires the investment of considerable resources for data collection which are not often available locally. The lack of resources therefore makes the indicators less reliable and consequently less used, which may be to the detriment of local planning policies
In an area where data gathering can be problematic, indicator systems can still afford significant insight into public and private planning, although in the absence of sufficient hard data, caution must be exercised in the interpretation of these indicators. We recommend the continuity of the project so that, at the local level, both public and private actors can obtain valid insights into the local planning processes via the evaluation of indicator systems.
In summary, when implementing the ETIS, the VSS project relied on the STPMS to achieve the expected results. Following the revisions made to the ETIS in 2016, it would be advantageous for the EC to improve the indicator toolkit in light of the results of the implementation of new voluntary pilots in destinations across Europe. However, it is essential to first improve data collection techniques and procedures.
Any destination seeking to implement the ETIS toolkit or a similar methodology should be cognizant of the associated challenges. The lessons from this case study are of particular relevance at the municipal level. Our findings contribute to a better understanding of the ETIS as a globally recognized standard for developing best practices in monitoring the impacts of tourism. Though it clearly has great potential, this instrument is not yet sufficiently developed to achieve tangible outcomes reflecting the enhancement of sustainable cultures at local levels.
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Appendix A
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